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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to examine the
perceptions and observations of principals at the senior
high school level in Illinois concerning the methods and
procedures currently used in the discipline of students
identified as learning disabled, socially and emotionally
disabled, and educationally mentally handicapped students.
Many different methods of discipline have been
introduced and recommended by educational experts in the
special education field.
Suspension and expulsion procedures have been used for
many years by public school principals in order to achieve
disciplinary control of students with and without
disabilities. Even in cases where suspension or expulsion
was warranted and used appropriately by school principals,
educational services for students with special needs must be
continued without interruption.
The study took place during the fall of 1996 and
included a survey of a random sample of 200 secondary
principals of public schools in Illinois. Responses were
received from 140 principals. Those surveyed were asked to
respond to questions concerning their perceptions of methods
and procedures currently used to discipline special
education students.
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The respondents felt that many special education
students knew the consequences for misbehaviors in their
buildings. Many principals suggested parent conferences, inschool suspension, Saturday school, detention, suspension,
and peer mediation as effective discipline tools for special
education students.
Principals recommended a team approach as the best
method in dealing with the discipline of

special education

students. This usually included a teacher, student, parent,
and representative from the administration. Involving the
special education teacher through the IEP process as to how
suspension should be handled (in-school, out-of-school, or
Saturday School) was an appropriate practice indicated by
respondents. Principals also recommended that disciplinary
practices for special education students be established on
the IEP.
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Chapter 1
Overview
The discipline of students with disabilities has been
the subject of much discussion and debate for some time,
especially since the Supreme Court decision of Honig v. Doe
(1988). Under current law, children with disabilities are
not immune from disciplinary procedures. However, special
education children do have a discipline procedure that is
not identical to those children without disabilities. At a
time when schools are being encouraged and required to place
more students with disabilities into general classrooms,
advocates of maintaining the restrictions on discipline may
not be taking into account the difficulties that do occur,
especially when the students are inappropriately placed. A
double standard in disciplinary matters could have a
negative effect on the learning and teaching environment.
All students have a right to an education, but no one
group of children should have rights that supersede those of
other children. Just as some court cases are lost because of
a minor technicality, discipline programs sometimes fail
because of inattention to detail. The Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (1975) is a well-intended law.
Changing times, though, may have lessened its usefulness in
certain situations.
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Background
Disciplining students is one of the most challenging
aspects of education. Elam and Rose (1995) reported that
"lack of discipline" continues to be a major problem
confronting public education. Elam and Rose (1995) also
indicated that in 18 out of 26 prior Phi Delta Kappa polls
which addressed this question, discipline was identified as
a major problem in education. This challenge becomes even
greater when dealing with students with disabilities.
As long as a student's constitutional rights were not
infringed upon and discipline was dealt with using
appropriate procedural due process, school officials'
handling of student discipline matters usually were not
altered by the judicial process. However, in the past
fifteen years the courts have been taking a different stand
when dealing with serious misconduct and the right of
students with disabilities. Suspension, an exclusion of the
student from the correct educational placement for not more
than ten consecutive days or less than one full class
period, is one form of discipline which has been found
questionable by the courts. Many sources define expulsion as
an exclusion of the student from the current educational
placement for more than 10 consecutive days imposed by the
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board of education which amounts to a change in placement
(Collins, 1993).
Statement of the Problem
The purpose of this study was to examine the
perceptions and observations of principals at the senior
high school level in Illinois concerning the methods and
procedures currently used in the discipline of students
identified as learning disabled, socially and emotionally
disabled, and educationally mentally handicapped students.
Research Questions
The study addressed the following four research
questions:
1. What are the perceptions of principals regarding the
effectiveness of disciplining special education students?
2. What are the perceptions of the principals regarding
who should be responsible for the disciplining of special
education students?
3. According to the principals, what are the
significant differences between the disciplining of regular
education students versus special education students?
4. According to the principals, what are the effective
disciplinary practices that need to be explored and possibly
implemented?
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Definitions of Terms
Discipline. The orderly prescribed conduct and pattern
of behavior of students.
Educationally mentally handicapped. A student who has
below average intelligence (IQ between 50 to 75--normal IQ
is 100) as ascertained by psychological testing.
Learning disabled. A student who has average or above
average IQ, but with a discrepancy between what is expected
and actual performance.
Secondary high school. Any public school in Illinois
which contain grades nine through twelve.
Socially and emotionally disordered. A student who has
been identified with behavior problems.
Student misconduct. An adverse reaction that interrupts
the educational process of the school system or presents a
clear and present danger to the student, other students, or
school staff.
Assumptions
The following assumptions were made:
1. All respondents' answers were based on their
experiences and not on current trends.
2. The respondents were familiar with the discipline
policies used in their districts.
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3. The respondents were honest with their answers to
the survey questions.
Delimitations
Delimitations were:
1. The study was limited to public schools located in
Illinois.
2. The study was limited to students in grades 9
through 12.
3. The study was limited to students identified as
learning disabled, socially or emotionally disabled, or
educational mentally handicapped.
Limitations
This study was designed to survey only principals from
a random sample of two hundred (200) public secondary
schools in Illinois.
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Chapter 2
Related Literature and Research
Honig v. Doe (1988) has been the subject of much
discussion and debate concerning the discipline of students
with disabilities. In addition to this decision, there is a
body of case law dating back to the mid-1970's regarding the
discipline of students with disabilities (Bartlett, 1989).
These cases outline some of the restrictions applicable to
discipline, but do not give clear guidance on when district
personnel may unilaterally discipline a special education
student. Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1975
have helped a small group of students create havoc. IDEA
seeks to incorporate disabled students into the regular
curriculum and Section 504 expands the traditional
definition of disabled (Osborne and Dimattia, 1994).
Suddenly students with very loosely defined behavioral
difficulties have received increased protection and could
not be disciplined for these problems. "Many whose children
misbehave are more than happy to blame the schools"
(Rossiter, 1996, p.67). Judges no longer defer to the
expertise of school officials regarding what is the least
restrictive environment (Osborne and Dimattia, 1994). Many
courts appear to be growing impatient. When courts are

14
handing down decisions that are so costly, many schools are
hesitant to risk a legal battle. Instead, many schools are
providing stop-gap measures to placate parents in an effort
to preserve the educational environment. Many of these
measures are enormously expensive and usually not effective.
Examples may include home-bound schooling and individual
classroom aides to accompany students throughout the school
day. Mainstream classes are dragged down by classroom chaos.
Too many students say that they cannot be disciplined and
state, "Don't lecture me. I'm behaviorally disabled, I can't
listen to lectures, they make me angry. And I can't control
my anger." (Rossiter, 1996, p. 67).
Many decisions indicate that school districts
would be justified in excluding students after good-faith
efforts to include them proved unsuccessful. If a student
continues to be disruptive and negatively affects the
education of other students after sufficient support
services were provided, a school district would be justified
in excluding the student (Osborne and Dimattia, 1994). The
courts have not answered the question of how much would be
excessive.
The ultimate goal of special education is to enable
students with disabilities to become productive citizens.
Regardless of their level of skill attainment, people with
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disabilities cannot be productive citizens if they are
unable to function within the work force. Schools are not
teaching some students how to become productive citizens.
Disciplining special education students can be a no win
situation. "A current controversy simmering is over a double
standard for discipline in the schools. School officials are
caught between the converging currents of a zero tolerance
policy for guns and other contraband and a zero reject
policy for students with disabilities" (Zirkel, 1995, p.
569) .
According to Osborne and Dimattia (1994),a Free,
Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) is defined as special
education and related services provided in conformity with
the requirements of IDEA. The local education agency (LEA)
must develop an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) for each
child which contains present levels of performance and short
and long-term goals and objectives. Education placement must
also be in the least restrictive environment. Regardless of
the reasoning, excluding such students from the public
schools would be a violation of their rights.
According to the Illinois School Code (1994), parents
and guardians have certain rights. Parents and guardians
must be notified of the suspension of their child
immediately by the superintendent, principal, or dean of
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students. The parents and guardians must receive a full
statement of the reason for the suspension and a
notification of the number of days for the suspension.
Finally, the parents and guardians must receive notification
of the right to seek a formal review of the suspension. If
the parents or guardians request a formal review, they may
be represented by an attorney (at their own expense). The
suspending school official and any witnesses are subjected
to questioning by the parents' or guardians' attorney. The
parents or guardians may also put forward a defense.
The Illinois School Code (1994)

further states that a

record of the suspension proceedings must be kept and
presented to the board of education for review when action
is taken. Additionally, all references to the suspension are
placed in the student's temporary file. These records are to
be destroyed five years after the student transfers,
graduates, or permanently withdraws from school.
According to Goss v. Lopez

(1975), a number of

student's rights must also be observed. The official
executing the suspension must give the student oral or
written notification of the charges and evidence to support
those charges. Any student who denies the charges must be
given an opportunity to present an explanation to the
suspending school official. The official must inform the
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student whether or not a suspension will follow.

If the

student's presence poses a continuing danger to persons or
property, or an ongoing threat of disruption of the academic
process, he/she may be immediately removed from school for a
maximum of ten days. Suspensions for more than ten days were
found to be an impermissible change of placement in Honig v.
Doe (1988). The court in Honig v. Doe (1988) also held that
a suspension of not more than ten days does not constitute a
change in placement and should be used as a "cooling down
period." If necessary, it should also be used as a time to
obtain parental consent to change placement.
According to T.J. Wilson (personal communication,
February 24, 1994), Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act
and IDEA lists steps to be taken in disciplinary action
where a change in placement may occur. Determination needs
to be made whether the behavior has any causal connection to
the disability. According to Wilson, this determination
includes a representative of a public agency qualified to
provide or supervise the provision of special education, the
child's teacher, parents, the child (if appropriate), and
any other individuals desired at the discretion of the
parents or agency. If no causal connection is found between
behavior and disability, normal disciplinary procedures
should occur. If the student is subject to IDEA and is
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eligible to receive special education services, alternative
education services are to be provided.
If a causal connection between behavior and disability
is found,

the student cannot be suspended for more than ten

days without a change in placement or the agreement of the
parents to a suspension of longer than ten days. If the
child is "truly dangerous," a preliminary injunction
excluding the student may be sought by the school. Such an
injunction constitutes administrative determination of
necessity for a change in placement. Under Section 504 of
the Rehabilitation Act, a re-evaluation of the child must
occur and the parents must be notified. Next, an IEP meeting
must be convened. If the parents and the school personnel
agree, then the IEP can be revised. A change in placement
can then occur. If there is a disagreement at any time
between the parents and school personal, a due process
hearing may be initiated (Miller, Tracy, Braun, and Wilson,
personal communication, October 28, 1993).
At an inservice given by G. Kerr (personal
communication, 1994), it was advised that school districts
be cautious when expelling any student. In one instance a
student was expelled, and his parents took the case to due
process claiming their son had a behavior disorder that had
not been identified. Because their son had not been
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identified as a behavior disordered student, he was not
receiving appropriate services to deter him from displaying
the aggressive behavior of bringing a starter pistol to
school and frightening other students with it. The school
district lost.
Honig v. Doe (1988) stated that the school must abide
by the stay put provision during the time the
Multidisciplinary Conference (MDC) team is determining
whether or not the behavior is a manifestation of the
student's disability. This ruling prohibited the school from
unilaterally excluding students with disabilities from
school

(Yell, 1989). The stay put provision stated that the

student shall stay in the current educational placement
while arbitration takes place. According to Collins (1993),
normal procedures such as study carrels, time-outs,
detention, and restriction of privileges may be used in
dealing with dangerous students during the pending
proceedings. Slutzky (1994) also concluded the courts have
held that the school district may seek an injunction to have
the stay put requirement set aside if the student presents a
serious danger. If the behavior is unrelated to the
student's disability, theoretically, expulsion remains an
option. Yell (1989) cites Doe v. Maher (1986) as evidence
that a student with special needs can be expelled as long as
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the misbehavior is not a manifestation of the child's
disability, but it is a risk for the district to enforce the
penalty.
There have been conflicting views concerning whether
educational services should cease for a student with a
disability which has been properly determined not to have
caused the disruptive behavior. However, S-1 v. Turlington
(1981) determined that even where a causal connection does
not exist between the behavior and the disability,
alternative educational programming must be provided. This
is based on the premise that even if the student's placement
changes, they are still eligible for special education
services as identified by the IDEA.
Two cases where this interpretation has been put to use
are S-1 v. Turlington (1981) and Kaelin v. Grubbs (1982). In
both cases the circuit courts determined that there could
not be a complete cessation of educational service.
In 1991, another case that dealt with the question of
whether educational services should continue after an
expulsion came about after Assistant Secretary of OSERS,
Robert Davilla, wrote a letter of interpretation. Davilla
stated that educational services should continue as
published at 18 IDELR 685, which indicated:
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That states are receiving funds under Part B of the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act(Part B),
are required to provide FAPE to all eligible children
within the State - including those who have been duly
suspended or expelled for misconduct unrelated to their
disabilities.

(p. 685)

Following the publishing of Davilla's letter, the
Metropolitan School District of Wayne Township brought suit
against Davilla in Metropolitan School District of Wayne
Township v. Davilla (1991) to prevent OSERS from applying
this opinion in Indiana.
Collings (1993) indicated that if a student receives
services not comparable in nature and quality of services
that are required or otherwise provided by the student's
IEP, an in-school suspension should be viewed as the same
length as an out-of-school suspension. In respect to bus
suspension, Miller, Tracy, Braun, and Wilson (personal
communication, October 28, 1993) stated that a bus
suspension may or may not be a change of placement depending
upon the transportation of a student as specified in the
student's IEP. If transportation is not set forth on the
student's IEP, then it seems to follow that a bus suspension
is not a change of placement. However, if transportation is
set forth on the student's IEP, then a bus suspension would
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constitute a change of the child's placement for the same
reasons as a regular suspension.
Although P.L. 94-142 and Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act give certain guidelines for providing
students with disabilities the best educational services,
serious disciplinary decisions concerning suspension and
expulsion issues are often decided in the courts. The most
efficient way to alleviate the difficulty in dealing with
the suspension and expulsion issues is to address behavioral
concerns in the student's IEP. Slutzky (1994) suggested that
one method of reducing issues raised by the administration
of discipline is to establish an agreed upon discipline
process for individual students through the IEP process. The
discipline management plan developed at the IEP meeting
should set forth general behavioral expectations and
principles of discipline and address specific problems which
the student's teachers anticipate. The discipline system
should provide the least restrictive environment and should
not disrupt special education services.
Kerr (personal communication, 1994) suggested that if a
district is considering expulsion, even if the child has not
been identified as having special needs, a full scale case
study should be done. Next, a multidisciplinary conference
should occur and an IEP formulated. This helps alleviate the
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possibility of a suit being brought against a school
district for not identifying and appropriately placing a
child. Additionally, it is suggested that principals
document all disciplinary dealings with students as well as
any communication with parents regarding the discipline of
the student.
To avoid controversy, the student's IEP should state
the discipline that each individual special education
student will receive whether the discipline be
individualized or conform to the school's disciplinary code
found in the student handbook (Osborne, 1988). Miller,
Tracy, Braun, and Wilson (personal communication, October
28, 1993) stated that if there is a conflict between the
provisions of the IEP and the district's discipline policy
and procedures, the provisions of the IEP shall control. By
including appropriate statements and strategies in a
student's IEP, the district can assert that it is not
disciplining a student with a disability behavior but rather
complying with the student's IEP. The following statement
may be included in the IEP of a student whose handicap
should not cause behavioral problems:
The evaluation team has determined that the student's
handicapping condition is not one that will prevent the
student from observing the usual rules and regulations
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of the school. Therefore, the student is expected to
conform to the school's disciplinary code as outlined
in the student handbook. Any and all infractions will
be dealt with in accordance with the procedures
published in the student handbook.

(Osborne, 1988, p.

170)
None of the literature or research indicated the
perceptions that principals have about effective discipline
procedures for special education students. This study made
such a determination.
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Chapter 3
Design of the Study
General Design
The overall purpose of this study was to examine the
perceptions and observations of principals at the senior
high school level in Illinois concerning the methods and
procedures currently used in disciplining students
identified as learning disabled, socially and emotionally
disabled, and educationally mentally handicapped students.
The study focused on the soliciting, collecting, and
processing the perceptions and observations from principals.
The following research questions were used as the focus
of the study:
1. What are the perceptions of principals regarding the
effectiveness of disciplining special education students?
2. What are the perceptions of the principals regarding
who should be responsible for discipline of special
education students?
3. According to the principals, what are the
significant differences between the disciplining of regular
education students versus special education students?
4. According to the principals, what are the effective
disciplinary practices that need to be explored and possibly
implemented?
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Sample and Population
Two hundred principals were randomly selected in
Illinois and surveyed. Principals were invited to share
their perceptions and thoughts on the disciplining of
special education students.
Data Collection and Instrumentation
The survey utilized was designed by the researcher and
is included as Appendix B. The surveys were mailed during
October and November of 1996. The first part of the survey
was designed to gather general information from the
respondents concerning gender, experience at their present
position, district enrollment, and the type of district.
The second part of the survey was designed to gather
respondents' perceptions of discipline concerning special
education students. This section of the survey included
respondents' perceptions of the effectiveness of special
education discipline and methods utilized by educators.
Efforts were made to construct an instrument that was
short and to the point, easy to understand, attractive, and
non-threatening. The survey was designed as an attitude
scale so that each principal would report their attitude or
feelings toward the discipline of special education
students. The respondents read a statement and then
indicated whether they strongly agreed, agreed, were
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undecided, disagreed, or strongly disagreed with the
statement.
Each survey was accompanied by a cover letter and preaddres sed stamped return envelope. The cover letter, along
with the survey, encouraged the respondent to complete the
instrument, to place it in the pre-addressed envelope, and
to return it as soon as possible. The principals were also
asked if they would like a copy of the results. A due date
was placed on each survey.
Data Analysis
The returned surveys were tabulated manually in terms
of the subjects' responses to each item. The results of the
study were tabulated using descriptive statistics and
reported as numbers and percentages. Even though the surveys
were sent to principals, several of the respondents were
either assistant principals or deans of students.
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Chapter 4
Results
Seventy percent (140 out of 200) of the surveyed
secondary school principals responded to the survey. For
this study, all respondents were called principals. One
principal felt that he was unable to respond to the survey.
As indicated in Table 1, 91% of those respondents were
Table 1
Title of Respondent

Frequency

Percent

127

90%

Assistant Principal

7

5%

Dean of Student

4

3%

Other

1

1%

No Response

1

1%

140

100%

Source
Title
Principal

Totals

principals. The other 9% were assistant principals, special
education directors, or dean of students. The surveys were
sent to principals, but several surveys were returned by
assistant principals or dean of students. All response
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numbers with decimals have been rounded to the nearest whole
number.
Table 2 indicates that 49% of the respondents described
their districts as being rural in nature with under 1,000
students enrolled, while 51% of the respondents described
their districts as being suburban in nature with over 1,000
students enrolled.
Table 2
Type of District

District

Number

Percent

Rural
Under 250

11

8%

499

31

22%

500 - 999

26

19%

1000 - 1249

14

10%

1250 - 1499

6

4%

1500 - 1749

7

5%

1999

26

19%

Over 2000

--1Ji

_1.l!

Total

139

100%

250

-

Suburban

17 50

-
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As indicated in Table 3, 86% of the respondents were
male and 14% female.
Table 3
Gender of the Respondents

Gender

Number

Male
Female
Total

Percent

119

86%

20

14%

139

100%

The data in Table 4 indicate that 50% of the
Table 4
Administrative Experience (years) at Building.

Years

Number

Percent

-

70

50%

6 - 10

31

22%

11 - 15

18

13%

16 - 20

10

7%

Over 20

10

7%

139

99%

0

5

Total

Note. Percentage may not add to 100 due to rounding.
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respondents reported having 0 to 5 years of experience as a
principal. Twenty-two percent reported having 6 to 10 years
experience; 14% reported having 16 or more years of
experience as a principal.
The information in Table 5 demonstrates that 66% of the
respondents indicated that they were from a unit district,
and 34% indicated that they were from a senior high
district.
Table 5
Type of District

District

Number

Percent

Senior High

47

34%

Unit

92

66%

139

100%

Total

Question 1 asked the respondents if the building
principal was responsible for the administration of the
special education discipline. As indicated in Table 6,
77% strongly agreed or agreed that the building
administrator is responsible for the special education
discipline. Twenty-two percent disagreed or strongly
disagreed that the building administrator should be
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responsible for the administration of the special education
discipline.
Table 6
The Building Principal Is Responsible for the
Administration of Special Education Discipline.

Principal

SA

A

u

D

SD

(N)

48

59

1

25

6

( %)

35

42

1

18

4

Note. SA--Strongly Agree; A--Agree; U--Undecided;
D--Disagree; SD--Strongly Disagree.
Question 2 asked if discipline was effective in
eliminating undesirable behaviors at the high school level
for special education students. As shown in Table 7, 55%
strongly agreed or agreed to this statement. Twenty-five
percent were undecided, while 20% disagreed or strongly
disagreed.
Question 3 asked whether Saturday school should be used
as an disciplinary practice for special education students.
As indicated in Table 8, 61% of the respondents agreed or
strongly agreed that Saturday school was an effective
disciplinary practice for special education students.
Twenty-three percent were undecided; 16% disagreed or
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strongly disagreed with the use of Saturday school as
disciplinary practice.
Table 7
Discipline was Effective in Eliminating Undesirable
Behaviors at the High School Level for Special
Education Students.

Principal

SA

A

u

(N)

14

62

( %)

10

45

D

SD

34

20

9

25

14

6

Note. SA--Strongly Agree; A--Agree; U--Undecided;
D--Disagree; SD--Strongly Disagree.
Table 8
Saturday School Should Be Used As An Educational
Disciplinary Practice For Special Education.

Principal

SA

A

u

(N)

32

52

( %)

23

38

D

SD

32

13

10

23

9

7

Note. SA--Strongly Agree; A--Agree; U--Undecided;
D--Disagree; SD--Strongly Disagree.
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Question 4 asked whether in-school suspension should be
used as a disciplinary practice for special education
students. As indicated in Table 9, 83% of the respondents
strongly agreed or agreed that in-school suspension was a
viable tool for discipline. Five percent of the respondents
were undecided; 12% disagreed or strongly disagreed that inschool suspension should be used.
Table 9
In-school Suspension Should be Used as a Disciplinary
Practice with Special Education Students.

Principal

SA

A

u

D

SD

(N)

35

80

7

10

7

( %)

25

58

5

7

5

Note. SA--Strongly Agree; A--Agree; U--Undecided;
D--Disagree; SD--Strongly Disagree.
Question 5 asked whether a point system should be used
as an educational disciplinary practice for special
education students. As shown in Table 10, 48% agreed or
strongly agreed that a point system should be used. Forty
percent of the respondents were undecided, and 12% disagreed
or strongly disagreed.
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Table 10
A Point System Should Be Used As An Educational
Disciplinary Practice for Special Education Students.

Principal

SA

A

u

(N)

13

54

56

8

8

( %)

9

39

40

6

6

SD

D

Note. SA--Strongly Agree; A--Agree; U--Undecided;
D--Disagree; SD--Strongly Disagree.
Question 6 asked whether each school should have a
disciplinary committee whose goal is to set policies for
disciplinary practices for the special education population.
As shown in Table 11, 64% of the respondents agreed or
strongly agreed while 11% were undecided. Twenty-five
percent disagreed or strongly disagreed that a disciplinary
committee was needed.
As shown in Table 12, question 7 asked whether the
State's rules and regulations concerning special education
discipline were followed in their districts. Ninety-five
percent agreed or strongly agreed that rules and regulations
concerning special education were followed.

Four percent

were undecided; 1% disagreed that Illinois rules and
regulations were followed in their districts.
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Table 11
Each District Should Have a Disciplinary Committee Whose
Goal is to Set Policies for Disciplinary
Practices for the Special Education Population.

Principal

SA

A

u

D

SD

( N)

25

64

15

24

11

( %)

18

46

11

17

8

Note. SA--Strongly Agree; A--Agree; U--Undecided;
D--Disagree; SD--Strongly Disagree.
Table 12
The State's Rules and Regulations Concerning Special
Education Discipline Were Followed in My District.

Principal

u

SA

A

SD

(N)

49

83

6

1

0

( %)

35

60

4

1

0

D

Note. SA--Strongly Agree; A--Agree; U--Undecided;
D--Disagree; SD--Strongly Disagree.
Question 8 asked whether teachers of special education
students should be responsible for the discipline of the
special education students. As indicated in Table 13, 77%
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agreed or strongly agreed that the teachers of special
education students should be responsible for the discipline
of their students. Ten percent were undecided if teachers
should be responsible for the discipline. Thirteen percent
disagreed or strongly disagreed that teachers of special
education students should be responsible for the discipline
of the special education students.
Table 13
Teachers of Special Education Students Should Be
Responsible For the Discipline of the Students.

Principal

SA

A

u

D

( N)

26

81

14

16

1

( %)

19

58

10

12

1

SD

Note. SA--Strongly Agree; A--Agree; U--Undecided;
D--Disagree; SD--Strongly Disagree.
Question 9 asked whether special education students
should have the same rules and regulations as regular
education students. As shown in Table 14, 79% of the
respondents agreed or strongly agreed that special education
students should have the same rules and regulations as
regular education students. Six percent of the respondents
were undecided, and 14% disagreed or strongly disagreed that
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special education students should have the same rules and
regulations as regular education students.
Table 14
Special Education Students Should Have the Same Rules
and Regulations as the Regular Education Student.

Principal

u

SA

A

( N)

45

65

9

18

2

( %)

32

47

6

13

1

D

SD

Note. SA--Strongly Agree; A--Agree; U--Undecided;
D--Disagree; SD--Strongly Disagree.
Question 10 asked whether the dean of students or
assistant principal should be responsible for the
administration of the special education discipline. As shown
in Table 15, 64% of the respondents agreed or strongly
agreed that the dean of students or assistant principal
should be responsible for the administration of special
education discipline. Twenty-one percent of the respondents
were undecided; 16% disagreed or strongly disagreed. About
half of the respondents indicated that they did not have an
assistant principal or dean of students, and they were
expected to handle all of the problems themselves.
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Table 15
Dean of Students and/or Assistant Principals Should Be
Responsible for the Administration of the Special
Education Discipline.

Principal

SA

A

u

D

( N)

19

70

29

15

5

( %)

14

50

21

12

4

SD

Note. SA--Strongly Agree; A--Agree; U--Undecided;
D--Disagree; SD--Strongly Disagree.
Question 11 asked whether students that are identified
as special education students should be given different
discipline than those in regular education. As shown in
Table 16, 26% of the respondents stated that special
education students should not be given different discipline
than regular education students. Sixty-three percent
indicated no; 12% were undecided. Many of the respondents
indicated that the students' IEP's indicated the students'
ability to follow the discipline policy as written in the
student handbook. Many also stated that the student's IEP
stated an alternative discipline policy for those students
whose handicapping conditions reflected they were unable to
follow the regular policy.
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Table 16
Should Students That Are Identified as Special
Are Given Different Discipline Than Those in Regular
Education?

Principal

Yes

No

(N)

36

87

16

(%)

26

63

12

Undecided

Question 12 asked whether preferential treatment
regarding special education students was given in their
districts. As shown in Table 17, 50% indicated that special
Table 17
Preferential Treatment Regarding Special Education
Students Are Given In My District.

Principal

Yes

No

(N)

70

56

13

( %)

50

40

9

Undecided

education students were given preferential treatment while
40% indicated that students were not given special treatment
in their respective districts. Some of the respondents
stated that because of the Illinois rules and regulations
and recent court cases, preferential treatment was used

41
unless the IEP stated that they could follow the regular
school policy.
Question 13 asked what practices did the respondents
find to be effective as discipline tools for special
education students. Effective disciplinary practices
indicated by the respondents included parent conferences,
in-school suspension, supervised time-out, detention,
suspension (as needed), and peer mediation. When suspension
was used, several provided special education services to the
students even when under the ten day limit even though they
were not required to do so. Continuously disruptive students
should be given the right for their education in a
completely different environment. In many cases, the
education process of regular education students is being
affected by the disturbances. Many of the respondents also
praised their teachers for being tolerant in not sending
students to the office for minor problems. Some of the
respondents also denied certain privileges to disruptive
students. Principals also stated that in the real world
exceptions will not be made. The respondents also felt that
students rise to the expectations placed on them.
Another effective disciplinary practice indicated by
the respondents was using a team approach including parents,
students, teacher(s), and administrators. While conducting
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the IEP for the student, disciplinary procedures should be
addressed which outline the steps and practices for each
student. The steps indicate how suspensions would be handled
(in-school, out-of-school, or Saturday school). All
participants of the meeting have the opportunity to suggest
the best way for each student to meet his/her own needs.
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Chapter 5
Conclusions and Recommendations
This study focused on examining the perceptions and
observations of principals at the senior high school level
in Illinois concerning the methods and procedures currently
used in disciplining students identified as learning
disabled, social and emotional disabled, and educationally
mentally handicapped students.
The specific research questions were:
1. What are the perceptions of principals regarding the
effectiveness of disciplining special education students?
2. What are the perceptions of principals regarding who
should be responsible for the disciplining of special
education students?
3. According to the principals, what are the
significant differences between the disciplining of regular
education students versus special education students?
4. According to the principals, what are the effective
disciplinary practices that need to be explored and possibly
implemented?
Conclusions
Conclusions are presented separately for each research
question.
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Conclusions for Research Question 1
The perceptions of principals regarding the
effectiveness of disciplining special education students
were varied. Principals felt that special education
students' discipline needs to be individualized to fit each
student. What worked for one student did not work for
another student. Many of the principals felt that some of
the students worked the system. Most principals felt that
students knew what behaviors were expected of them.
Conclusions for Research Question 2
The perceptions of principals regarding who should be
responsible for the discipline of special education students
was that a team approach was the best method. The team
usually was composed of the teacher, student, parent, and a
representative of the principal.

The IEP process was

essential in defining how suspension should be handled. Many
principals also responded that they did not have an
assistant principal or dean of students to help them with
the disciplining of students. Even those principals who had
assistants or dean of students wanted to participate with
the discipline of students, especially special education
students.
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Conclusions for Research Question 3
The respondents indicated a variety of differences
between disciplining of regular education students versus
special education students. Many of the principals felt that
they were unable to follow usual and customary procedures
with their special education students. Peer mediation, inschool suspension, and Saturday school were three effective
practices mentioned.
The differences between the disciplining of regular
education students versus special education students
included many unclear areas. The Individual IEP's defined
alternative methods of discipline for those handicapping
conditions. The respondents felt that many students were
able to follow the districts discipline policy. Several
principals stated that it created problems when two students
(1 special education student and 1 regular education
student) committed the same offense and received vastly
different consequences.
Conclusions for Research Question 4
Many principals commented that effective disciplinary
practices that should to be explored, and possibly
implemented, included Saturday schools, in-school
suspension, peer mediation, and individual sessions between
the student, parent, teacher, and administrator. Many
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principals also noted that each student was an individual
and what worked for one student did not always work for
another student.
Recommendations
One method of reducing issues raised by the
administration of discipline is to establish an agreed-upon
discipline process for individual students. This provides
guidance regarding the incorporation of discipline
procedures into the individualized education program (IEP)
of students with disabilities. It is strongly recommended
that the IEP contain some consideration of disciplinary
procedures.
Another method is to individualize each special
education discipline plan. Each student is an individual,
and what works with one student will not always work with
another. A variety of disciplinary practices are available
to principals. Some of the disciplinary practices that
worked with the respondents were peer mediation and inschool suspension.
Although not the major purpose of the study, the review
of literature and research also indicated the importance of
principals being knowledgeable concerning the rights of
special education students.

47
References
Bartlett, L.

(1988). Disciplining handicapped students:

Legal issues in light of Honing v. Doe. Exceptional
Children, 55(4), 357-366.
Collins, J. M., Jr.

(1993). Guidelines for discipline

of a student with a disability.

(Available from Miller,

Tracy, Braun, and Wilson, Ltd., 150 N. Michigan, Suite 2935,
Chicago, IL 60601)
Doe v. Maher. 793 F.2d 1470 (9th Cir. 1986).
Elam, S.M. & Rose, L.C. (1995). The 27th Phi Delta
Kappa/Gallup Poll of the public's attitudes towards the
public schools. Phi Delta Kappan, 76(1), 41-55.
Goss v. Lopez, 410 U. S. 565 (1975).
Honig v. Doe, 484 U. S. 305 (1988).
The Illinois School Code.

(1994). St. Paul, MN: West

Publishing.
Kaelin v. Grubbs, 682 F.2d. 595 (6th Cir.1982).
Individuals with Disabilities Education Law Report, 18
IDELR 685.

( 1992).

Metropolitan School District of Wayne Township v.
Davilla, 770 F. Supp. 1331 (S.D. IN. 1991).
Miller, T. R., Tracy, W. F., Braun, B. A., & Wilson, T.
J.

(1994, October).

Field guidelines for discipline of a

student with a disability.

(Available from Miller, Tracy,

48
Braun, and Wilson, Ltd., 150 N. Michigan, Suite 2935,
Chicago, IL 60601)
Osborne, A. G.

(1988). Complete legal guide to special

education services. New York: Parker Publishing.
Osborne, A. G., & Dimattia, P.

(1994) The IDEA' s least

restrictive environment mandate: legal implications.
Exceptional Children, 61(1), 6-12.
Rossiter, T. K.

(1996) Specially ill-educated. The

American Enterprise, 7(2), 67.
S-1 v. Turlington, 635 F.2d. 342.348 (5th Cir. Unit B
1981).
Slutzky, L.H.

(1994). The investigation of student

misconduct and discipline in public schools. Proceedings
From the Board Member/Administrator Conference. Unpublished
manuscript.
Yell, M.

(1989). Honig v. Doe: The suspension and

expulsion of handicapped students. Exceptional Children,
56(1), 60-69.
Zirkel, P.A.,

(1995). Disabling discipline? Phi Delta

Kappan, 76(7), 568-569.

49
Appendix A
Principal's Letter

2215 8th Street
Charleston, Illinois 61920
October 30, 1996

Dear Principal:
The following survey relates to my field study for the
Specialist's degree at Eastern Illinois University. It is
designed to examine practices regarding the rules and
regulations concerning the discipline of Senior High
Learning Disabled, Social and Emotional Disabled, and
Educationally Mentally Handicapped students attending public
school in the State of Illinois.
The survey will take approximately ten minutes of your
time to respond. I have enclosed a self-addressed, stamped
envelope for your convenience. Please return the form to me
by November 9, 1996 so I can start to tabulate the results.
The completion of this questionnaire is vital to the success
of the study. Your responses will be kept anonymous as
information will be reported by category of respondent
rather than by name or place.
If you would like a copy of
the results, please mark the proper space and fill in the
necessary information. Please contact me at (work) (217)
234-6415 or(home) (217) 348-5877 if you have any questions.
Your prompt reply would be greatly appreciated. Thank you
for your cooperation.
Sincerely,
Debbie Green, Researcher
******************************************************
(Complete only if you want a copy of the findings)

Street

City

Zip
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Appendix B
Principal Survey
Part I: General Information
Directions: Please mark (X) the appropriate item.
1. Gender
a.

Male

b.

Female

2. Experience as Administrator in Current School
District.
a.
0 - 5 years
d.
16 - 20 years
b.
6 - 10 years
e.
over 20 years
c.
11 - 15 years
3. Title
a.
Principal
b.
Assistant Principal
c.
Dean

4. District Enrollment
a.
b.
c.
d.

under 250
250 - 499
500 - 999
1000 - 1249

5. Type of District
a.
Senior High

b.

e.
f.
g.
h.

1250
1500
1750
Over

-

1499
1749
1999
2000

Unit

Part II: Principal's Perceptions of Special Education
Discipline
Please answer each statement below. Think about your
experiences with the rules and regulations concerning
Special Education Students when answering. Please be honest
and frank. Use the following rating scale when answering
each item.
Rating Scale
SA - Strongly Agree
A - Agree
U Undecided
D Disagree
SD - Strongly Disagree
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1.

It is my perception that
the building principal is
responsible for the
administration of Special
Education discipline.

SA

A

u

D

SD

2.

It is my perception that
discipline was effective
in eliminating undesirable
behaviors at the High School
Level for Special Education
Students.

SA

A

u

D

SD

3.

It is my perception that
SA
Saturday school should be
used as an educational
disciplinary practice
for Special Education Students

A

u

D

SD

4.

It is my perception that
in-school suspension
programs should be used
as an educational
disciplinary practice for
Special Education Students.

A

u

D

SD

5.

It is my perception that the
SA
point system should be used
as an educational disciplinary
practice for Special Education
Students.

A

u

D

SD

6.

It is my perception that the
district should have a
disciplinary committee whose
goal is to set policies for
disciplinary practice for the
Special Education Student.

A

U

D

SD

SA

SA
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7.

It is my perception that
Special Education discipline
practices as outlined in the
State's Rules and Regulations
were followed in my building.

SA

A

U

D

SD

8.

It is my perception that
of Special Education students
should be responsible for the
discipline of the students.

SA

A

U

D

SD

9.

It is my perception that Special SA
Education Students should have
the same rules and regulations
as the Regular Education Student.

A

U

D

SD

10.

It is my perception that a Dean SA
or Assistant Principal should be
responsible for the
administration of the
Special Education Discipline.

A

U

D

Please circle the correct response.
11.

Should students who are
identified as special
education be given
different discipline
than those in regular education?

Yes

No

12.

Do you give preferential
treatment regarding
discipline to special
education students?

Yes

No

SD
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13.

What practices do you find to be an
effective discipline tool for special
education students?
Please list.

Other Comments:

